ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
rior research finds task characteristics to be significantly related to employee affective outcomes such as job motivation and job satisfaction (Hackman and Lawler, 1971; Hackman, Oldham, & Pearce, 1976; Campion & McClelland, 1991) . It is generally expected that employees that are satisfied with their jobs and are motivated and committed to the organization will do better on the job (Mitchell, Holtom, and Lee, 2001) . However, problems have been reported with the implementation of the findings of these studies. Oldham and Hackman (1980) noted that a major problem with research studies on redesigned work is that they do not take into consideration surrounding organizational context as there are few studies that have examined tasks in organizational contexts and include the moderator effects specified in the job characteristics model (Roberts and Glick, 1981; Price and Mueller, 1981) . Given the ever changing and more diverse work environment (Holman, Clegg, and Waterson 2002) , it is important to study and understand organizational practices and sub-systems that most strongly compromise the implementation of work redesign ). Effective job redesign should emphasize job characteristics that are congruent with other organizational systems and practices. If there are differences in the organizational context of accounting firms, do these differences interact with task characteristics to influence the job performance of employees? The current study extends prior research by examining the joint impact of task characteristics and organizational context variables (organizational inflexibility and perceived environmental uncertainty) on job performance among professional accountants in public practice.
BACKGROUND
This study combines findings on task design from the organizational behavior literature with research findings on organizational context from organizational theory to develop an integrated task characteristics/organizational context model. Accounting firm employees are used as the unit of analysis to examine the joint impact of organizational context variables (organizational inflexibility and perceived environmental variables) and task characteristics on job performance. Support for the model will provide insights on the importance of the joint effect of organizational context and task characteristics to job performance.
Task Characteristics
The task characteristic approach to evaluating task design focuses on the characteristics of jobs that make a job interesting, and thus more motivating. This line of research focuses on five core dimensions of motivating work: task variety, task identity, task significance, task autonomy, and feedback . Task variety measures the degree to which a job requires a variety of different activities. A job high in variety will require the use of a number of different skills and talents of the person. According to activation theory, the use of different skills and talents helps sustain human productivity over extended periods of time (Scott, 1966) . Task identity measures the degree to which a job requires the completion of an identifiable piece of work. This would involve doing a job from beginning to end with a visible outcome. Task identity is important for workers to find their work meaningful. Employees must feel that the work they perform is their own, and must feel personally responsible for whatever successes and failures occur as a result of the work. Task significance is the degree to which a job has substantial impact on the lives of other people either in the immediate organization or external environment. Employees may find it difficult to work effectively if they feel that the results of their efforts are not important. Autonomy measures the degree of freedom, independence, and discretion that the individual has in scheduling the work and in determining the procedures to be used in carrying out the work. When a job is high in autonomy, workers have more responsibility for the outcome of the job than for jobs low in autonomy. Jobs high in autonomy also offer more flexibility to employees in the performance of their tasks which offers great potential for productivity when the unforeseen occurs or when a bottleneck develops in the task process (Schultz, McCain and Joseph, 2003) . Feedback is the measure of the degree to which performing the work activities results in the job incumbents obtaining direct and clear information about the effectiveness of their performance. By providing information on task performance, feedback can increase knowledge acquisition for complex tasks (Mascha 2001 ).
Organizational Context
The task characteristics model ignores the impact of organizational context on the job (Roberts and Glick, 1981; Price and Mueller, 1981; Holman, Clegg, and Waterson 2002). Organizational context is both internal and external to the firm: Perception of environmental uncertainty is used to proxy for context external to the firm and organizational inflexibility is used to proxy for context internal to the firm. There is general agreement that organizational structure impacts the effectiveness of firms (Robbins, 1990; Folami 1999 ). The configuration of people and jobs, the definition of roles, and the nature of relationships that exist in an organization are important determinants of organizational survival (Robbins, 1990) . A management team that understands its structural options and the conditions under which each is preferred has a competitive advantage over their less informed counterparts. This study extends the task characteristics model by including organizational inflexibility and perception of environmental uncertainty as proxies for organizational context.
Organizational Inflexibility
Organizational inflexibility is a measure of the amount of discretion that's available to employees with regards to the application of rules and procedures. It is both a constraint on employee behavior and the exercise of professional judgment. Highly inflexible organizations are described as "rigid and unbending" with regards to rules and procedures (Kerr and Jermier 1978) . In the public accounting environment, inflexible firms are those that place more emphasis the on the use of formalized procedures over the exercise of professional judgment.
Perception of Environmental Uncertainty
Perceptions of environmental uncertainty (PEU) refers to a "state when an individual engages in directed behaviors based upon less than complete knowledge of his relationship with the environment" (Rebele and Michaels, 1990) . Modern organization theory views the organization as an open system, and thus subject to external influences (Robbins 1990 ). To achieve its goals, organizations structure themselves and employ operating procedures to cope with external influences and uncertainties in the external environment. Ferris (1982) documents a significantly positive relationship between reported level of organizational coping and employee performance. This study used questionnaire items based on prior research (Sathe 1974; and Ferris 1982) to measure perceived environmental uncertainty (PEU). Prior research in accounting suggests that accounting firms face a relatively "uncertain and turbulent environment " (Watson 1975; Baker 1977) . By focusing on accountants in public accounting only, the sample used for this study avoids the confounding effects of multi-industry variation in the perception of environmental uncertainty.
HYPOTHESIS & MODEL DEVELOPMENT
Prior research has demonstrated the positive effect of task characteristics on employee affective outcomes such as job motivation, job satisfaction (Hackman and Lawler, 1971; Hackman, Oldham, & Pearce, 1976) , and job performance (Folami, 1999) . The findings of these studies have been criticized because they ignore surrounding job context variables and their possible impact on the dependent variables. These criticisms may be legitimate given that there are several factors other than task characteristics that affect job performance. In Figure 1 below, we propose an integrated job context model which includes several of these omitted variables.
Figure 1: Integrated Job Context Model
As shown in Figure 1 above, factors other than task characteristics that may impact performance include individual, economic, and organizational context variables. Individual factors that may affect performance include ambition, education, ability, professional experience, and occupational level. Employees that are ambitious and are highly motivated are more likely to do better on the job. Employee growth need strength (GNS) has been used to proxy for ambition and individual differences between employees. Prior research provides support for GNS as mediating the relationship between job characteristics and affective outcomes (Hackman & Lawler, 1971; Hackman, Oldham, and Pearce, 1976 ). Individual differences are used in the task characteristic model to capture how employee motivation can be enhanced through the design of jobs. According to theory, workers who desire higher order need satisfactions are more likely to obtain satisfaction when they work on jobs that are meaningful and that provide feedback on the adequacy of their personal work activities (Hackman & Lawler, 1971) . In this study, GNS is used to proxy and control for ambition and individual differences between employees.
Employees with advance degrees or Certified Public Accountant certificates (CPA) in a public accounting firm may be expected to do a better job than their counter parts that do not have an advance degree or a CPA. Professionals in public accounting do a variety of different tasks in a variety of industries. As such, the ability for learning can play a critical role in their job performance. Job tenure is another factor that may impact performance. Professionals who have been with a firm longer or those that have more tenure with the accounting profession may be more likely to do a better job than their counterparts with lesser experience.
Economic factors that may impact performance include compensation and opportunity cost. Employees that perceive themselves as being well compensated are more likely to strive to do better on their jobs. Compensation could be a combination of salary, benefits, and opportunities for future advancement. Employees working in public accounting build an intellectual capital base that may translate to better prospects for future employment. Available opportunities for this intellectual capital may affect the motivation of employees on their job. If the opportunity cost for future employment is high, employees will be motivated to do better on the job.
Organizational context factors that affect job performance include organization structure variables (centralization, formalization, complexity, and organizational inflexibility), job environment, job uncertainty, and environmental uncertainty. Folami (1999) documents differences in the organizational structure of the former big five accounting firms. Other research has examined the relationship between perceived environmental uncertainty and organizational structure (Gordon and Narayanan 1984), compensation contract design (Kren and Kerr 1993), employee motivation, performance, and job satisfaction (Gul and Chia 1994; Anderson and Kida 1985; Ferris 1977 Ferris , 1982 . Given the differences in the organizational structure of accounting firms (Folami 1999; Kinney 1986) , and the importance of perceived environmental uncertainty to research, the limitation of the job design literature in ignoring job context is a serious one. An important research question is whether the effect and magnitude of task characteristics on employee affective outcomes persist in the presence of organizational context variables. The present study extends prior research by examining the joint impact of task characteristics and organizational context variables on job performance.
Data limitation does not allow us to test the theoretical integrated job context model presented in Figure 1 . Thus, in the model presented in Figure 2 below, we test a subset of the integrated job context model introduced in Figure 1 . Individual factor is proxy for with growth needs strength. The study used two variables to proxy for organizational context. Internal organizational context is proxy for with organizational inflexibility, external context is proxy for with perceived environmental uncertainty, and task characteristics are proxy with task autonomy, task significance, and task feedback. The research question relates to whether there is a joint effect of task characteristics and contextual variables on job performance. Thus, the null hypothesis is:
There is no joint effect of task characteristics with either organizational inflexibility or perceived environmental uncertainty on job performance.
If the results support the null hypothesis, it would provide justification for prior research that ignores the effect of organization context in the study of job design. However, if the null hypothesis is rejected, future research and human resource professionals should consider the effect of organizational context variables in their design and interpretations of studies on task characteristics.
METHOD Data: Survey and Descriptive Statistics
The sample is made up of 504 professional employees from the five largest accounting firms at the time of the study and some regional accounting firms in seven states within the United States 1 . To measure the variables of interest, questionnaires were mailed to 2,754 professional members of the Big-5 and regional accounting firms in the seven states mentioned above.
The final sample size of 504 is made up of 44 from Arthur Andersen LLP 2 , 80 from Deloitte and Touche LLP, 79 from Ernst and Young LLP, 48 from KPMG Peat Marwick LLP, 72 from PriceWaterhouseCoopers LLP, and 139 from non-big 5 firms. The remaining 42 respondents did not indicate their firm's identity. Of the 462 respondents that indicate their firm's identity, 76% of the sample is made up of subjects that are managers or above (351) and twenty-four percent of the respondents is professional staff (111). Occupational areas represented in the sample were 237 (45%) from Audit, 179 (34%) from Tax, 67 (13%) from consulting, and 40 (8%) from other nonspecified areas, for a total of 523. Some of the respondents work in more than one functional area, which explains the difference for the total of 523 for the functional areas versus the 504 for the sample size.
Measurements were taken on perceptions of organizational inflexibility, perceived environmental uncertainty, task characteristics, employee growth needs strength, job satisfaction, job motivation, job performance, and general information such as education, tenure, and income. Table 1 provides descriptive information on education, job tenure, and accounting career tenure. The average age for the respondents is 35 years, the youngest is 20 years old and the oldest respondent is 74 years old. There are 185 females and 318 males in the sample. 348 respondents are married and 154 are single 3 . The average tenure with the current employer is 9 years, with a minimum of 1 year and a maximum of 39 years. The average tenure in the accounting profession for the respondents is 12, with a minimum of less than 1 year and a maximum of 40 years.
There are certain characteristics about this sample that strengthens the construct validity of the measures. One may assume that management is more familiar with the organization context of the firm than professional staff. The fact that 76 percent of the sample is from management strengthens the construct validity for the organization context measures. Also, the fact that the average tenure with the firm is approximately nine years may imply an adequate level of knowledge about the firm's organizational context. These two facts taken together increase the construct validity of the measures.
Dependent Variable: Job Performance
Job performance is the dependent variable used to examine the existence of a joint effect of task characteristics and organizational context variables. Job performance measure respondents' work performance on the dimensions of planning, investigating, coordinating, evaluating, supervising, representing, and meeting deadlines. A self reported managerial performance measure (Mahoney, Jerdee and Carroll 1963) that has been well tested was used to measure this construct (Brownell and 
Analysis: Correlation and SEM
Correlation analysis was used to evaluate the validity of the measurement variables on the latent constructs. We chose structural equation modeling (SEM) to test for the joint effect of task characteristics and organizational context on job performance because SEM allows the simultaneous tests of all relationships within the model. Structural equation modeling, using AMOS 4.0 was used to examine the simultaneous and joint effects of task characteristics, growth needs strength, organizational inflexibility, and perceived environmental uncertainty on job performance. The use of SEM allows the researcher to control for the correlation effects among exogenous variables.
RESULTS

Correlation Analysis
Correlation analyses were conducted on all the variables in the model to test for multicollinearity. The results indicate that multicollinearity is not a problem with this dataset. We also conducted correlation analyses among the observed variables used to measure the latent constructs in the study. Correlations analyses 4 of the observed variables for task characteristics, organizational inflexibility (OI), perceived environmental uncertainty (PEU), job performance, and employee growth needs strength (GNS), together with information from the measurement models was used to analyze the questionnaire items for validity.
Measurement Models Analysis
The first measurement model is on task characteristics. A review of the model presented in Figure 3 below indicates that observed variables tc3 and tc4 contribute very little to task characteristics 5 . Tc3 and tc4 measure task identity and task feedback, respectively and are represented by question number 3 and 4 under task characteristics in Appendix A. Next, we examine the correlation table for task characteristics to see how well tc3 and tc4 correlate to tc1 and tc2. This analysis indicates that that tc3 and tc4 correlates poorly with tc1 and tc2, suggesting that these observed variables might be measuring a latent construct different from the one being measured by tc1 and tc2. Accordingly, tc3 and tc4 were dropped, and only tc1 and tc2 were used to examine the effects of task characteristics. Similar analyses were performed for employee growth needs strength; organizational inflexibility; and perceived environmental uncertainty.
The final measurement model analysis is on job performance. Figure 4 below shows the path diagram for this model. Except for jp7, all of the indicator variables show a strong link between the observed variables and the underlying construct of job performance. Correlation and factor analyses indicate two underlying constructs; Jp1 and jp3 seems to represents a planning dimension of job performance, while jp2, jp4, jp5, and jp6 represent a supervisory 4 Results of these correlation analyses are shown Appendix B 5 An examination of their t-statistics from AMOS output indicates the t-statistics were not significant. .81
SEM Results
We perform two sets of SEM analyses on two path diagrams each. The first set used the planning dimension of job performance as the dependent variable, while the second set used the supervisory dimension. Each set includes two path diagrams, one for the full model, and the other for the restricted model. The full model include constructs for task characteristics, growth needs strength, organizational inflexibility, and perceived environmental uncertainty. The restricted model includes task characteristics and growth needs strength, but excludes organizational inflexibility and perceived environmental uncertainty. The results of the full model for the planning function of job performance are shown in Figure 5 below.
Figure 5: Task Characteristics Model With Organizational Context Variables On Job Performance -Planning Dimension
The results of the AMOS path diagram in Figure 5 depict a good fit for the theoretical model with task characteristics and organizational context variables (full model). This model has a chi-square of 191, with 124 degrees of freedom (df), and p-value of less than .0001. Traditionally, the most popular model fit index has been the chisquare statistic. However, because of the known sensitivity of this statistic to variations in sample size, other alternative measures have been proposed (Byrne, 1995) . Currently recommended indexes of overall model fit include the normed fit index (NFI), comparative fit index (CFI), incremental fit index (IFI), and Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) (Hoyle and Panter, 1995) . The Root Mean Square Error Approximation (RMSEA) is another measure of fit recommended in the SEM literature. RMSEA value of less than .06 indicates a good fit (Hu and Bentler 1999) . Because there is little consensus regarding the best index of overall model fit, it is recommended that researchers present multiple indexes of overall fit. For the planning function of job performance, the full model goodness of fit indexes of NFI, RFI, IFI, TLI, CFI, and RMSEA indicate a good fit, and are shown in Table 3A . These fit indexes are good when they exceed the .90 threshold level (Byrne 2001 In the full model 1 depicted in Figure 5 above, task characteristics (beta = 0.221), GNS-Control (beta = -0.124), and perceived environmental uncertainty (beta = 0.205) are significantly related to the planning function of job performance (p-value < 0.05). GNS-Variety is marginally related to job performance -planning (beta = 0.145, at pvalue < .10).
Next, we perform an SEM analysis on the planning dimension of job performance without the contextual variables. In the restricted model, task characteristics (beta = 0.333) and employee growth needs strength-feedback (beta = 0.154) significantly relate to the planning function at p-value less than .05. The fit indexes for this model depict a good fit, and are presented in Table 3A above. The path diagram for this model is depicted in Figure 6 . To test the null hypothesis that there is no joint effect of task characteristics with either organizational inflexibility or perceived environmental uncertainty for the planning function of job performance, we assess the theoretical model's (full model) ability to explain the variance in the planning function as compared to the restricted model. We used the chi-square difference procedure suggested by Anderson and Gerbing (1988) to conduct this test. This test was used to compare the full model to the restricted model (model without organizational inflexibility and perceived environmental uncertainty) to prove that the full model does not provide a better fit for the data. We subtracted the chi-square statistic for the full model from the chi-square statistic for the restricted model We repeated the procedure described above for the supervisory dimension of job performance. Results for the path diagram for the full model is shown in Figure 7 below. Table  3B below. 6 Chi-square statistic is actually a badness of fit index. Therefore, a smaller chi-square statistic is better than a bigger one. Figure 8 2. See Figure 9 3. See Figure 10 4. See Figure 11 Next, we ran a restricted model, and performed a difference of chi-square test to determine which is the better model. The restricted model is shown in Figure 8 , and the goodness of fit indexes is reported in Table 3B above.
Figure 8: Task Characteristics Model Without Organizational Context Variables On Job Performance -Supervisory Dimension
The difference of the chi-square statistics is 12 (258 -246), with 3 degrees of freedom. From the chi-square distribution table, we find that with 3 degrees of freedom, chi-square values greater than 7.81 are significant at the pvalue . 05 level. With a chi-square statistic that is greater than the chi-square of the full model by 12, we conclude that the restricted model is the weaker model. Therefore, we reject the null hypothesis of the task characteristics model on the supervisory dimension of job performance.
The SEM results confirm the joint-effect of task characteristics and organizational context variables on job performance. Task-characteristics is significant in explaining the variance in both the planning and supervisory 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This study examines the joint effect of task characteristics and organizational context variables on job performance. Organizational inflexibility and perceived environmental uncertainty were used to proxy for internal and external organizational context, respectively. Structural equation modeling was used to test for the joint effect of task characteristics and organization context on job performance. The results of SEM indicate the existence of a joint effect of task characteristics and perception of environmental uncertainty on job performance.
Correlation and measurement model analysis of task characteristics indicates that only two out of four characteristics used in this study are useful proxies for task characteristics that have meaningful and significant relationship with job performance. The results of the study confirms the criticisms of prior research that suggest that it is not appropriate to study job design in isolation of surrounding organizational context and subsystems. Therefore, future studies on task design should consider the impact of organizational context variables in their research design. Furthermore, the results of prior studies on task characteristics and job design that ignore organizational context variables should be interpreted with caution.
While the results of this study confirm the existence of a joint effect of task characteristics and organizational context, the significant effect of organizational context variables on job performance is limited. Results indicate a positive and significant association between perceived environmental uncertainty and the planning function of job performance, but not with the supervisory function. The rules and procedures dimension of organizational inflexibility shows a positive link to job performance, while the flexibility dimension indicates a negative link. However, neither of these links was significantly related to job performance. More research is needed to determine the effect of organizational and job context variables on employee affective outcomes and performance.
The findings of the study may be limited because of the proxies used to operationalize organizational context and task characteristics. Organizational context is a dynamic and multi-dimensional construct. Organizational inflexibility and perceived environmental uncertainty may not completely represent this construct. Task characteristics as measured here followed the practice used in the organizational behavior literature. However, other studies have used other measures to measure task characteristics. In the audit judgment literature, task complexity is used to measure audit task difficulty and task structure (Bonner, 1994) . The findings of this study should be interpreted with caution because of the limitations imposed by the measures used for the latent constructs in the study. The study also suffers from the omitted variable problem. The theoretical model proposed in Figure 1 includes several factors that may affect job performance. Many of these factors were not captured in this study. Future studies should consider the use of additional factors presented in Figure 1 in the study of task characteristics and organizational context.
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